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That slip from my subconscious during slumber, and inspire me to create during the day, until deep into the night, when I return to 

defy gravity.
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A City Just a Bit Aways from London...

“Come on now!” Livy hit the accelerator on her steam-powered motorbike and the machine’s engine roared in response. She’d promised Mr. Stanley she wouldn’t be late again. But the old bike was low on brickettes, and Livy didn’t have time to stop for more.

There was still so much she needed to learn if she wanted to become a proper apprentice. And if Livy could develop a desired set of skills, then she’d be only a year away from joining the academy to become a Detective. Delays could be tragic, her mother had warned her.

Livy emerged through an early morning fog and cluttered alleyways onto a wide cobblestoned street. She gripped the handlebars as the bike fishtailed the turn. Sleepy pigeons shed panicked feathers and crows squawked as Livy sped away with her copper-colored locks flying behind.

She squinted through her goggles as the violet and orange hues of the sunrise temporarily blocked her vision. Morning and evening times were the occurrences that the sun was near its normal celestial color, for the aether was continually filled with the outpouring of green steam from the hundreds of factories of Emerald Skies.

Livy was a mere block away from Stan’s clock shop when the familiar wail of the dog catcher’s siren pierced the quiet morning. She halted her bike and surveyed the block for wayward creatures because any stray animal picked up by the dog catcher wouldn’t be adopted. The poor beasts would most certainly be sold for medicinal research or food scraps by unsavory persons like the catcher.

Out of the corner of her eye, Livy spied a dirty pup trotting across the far side of the alley to her left. She punched the accelerator, tore down the street with a screech, and skidded to a stop, right as the pitiful wagon of the animal control officer arrived.

With a swift hop off her bike and a whisk of her gloved hand, she had the frightened pooch in her grasp.

“Miss, I’ll take that canine.” The catcher seethed as he rolled off the wagon. He huffed while trudging towards her and tugged on his bracers that barely held in his filthy workman’s shirt and ever-expanding potbelly.

“No, you won’t. He’s mine.” Livy dumped the forlorn hound into her basket that was attached to the front of her bike. Her nose wrinkled at the putrid smell of the dog catcher. His odor only made her more anxious to exit.

“You can’t possibly—”

“What? Take a poor, hungry creature off the street?” Livy opened her coat to reveal the gun and holster on her thigh.

“Do you dare threaten me? A deputy of the Queen?” The dog catcher hissed.

With her heart pounding in her head, Livy threw a leg over her bike and hit the starter. She gave it a good rev, but the bike choked miserably. 

“Ha ha! You think you can just take off as you please?”

“What? And spoil your commission? How much do you get for selling off these poor animals to slaughter?” Livy tried shaking the bike to no avail. The fuel meter was at zero.

“Need a brickette, Miss?” A paperboy skipped from the shadows, armed with bags filled with gazettes and sundries.

“I sure do!” Livy tossed the boy a crown from her coat pocket. The young entrepreneur ran full in front of the dog catcher and popped two charcoal bricks into Livy’s leather-gloved hands. Within seconds, she’d dropped the precious fuel into the tank, cranked the starter, and tore away from the wretched canine wrangler. “Ta, ta!”

“Well, I never. Not much of a lady, that one.” The dog catcher dropped the last nub of his cigar into a filthy puddle where it died with a hiss. “But you, young man, could be a gent like me, someday. A fine catcher, making plenty of good bills. Watcha say?”

“You stink, you hairy old bastard!” The boy was off before the catcher could reach for him.

The dejected control agent snarled at his failed attempt for extra pay, mounted his beat-up wagon, and drove off into the morning mist.

__________

A few moments later

“For a young woman interested in keeping time, you certainly aren’t well practiced.” Mr. Stanley smiled as Livy slid into the shop.

“I’m sorry, truly. But I couldn’t help but stop for this one.” A whine emitted from the crook of Livy’s long leather coat.

“Another one? Oh, Miss Livy, I appreciate your soft heart, but where will we put him? I can only take so many of them out to the farmlands.” Mr. Stanley came away from his workbench to face his young apprentice. “You can’t continue to mess with the catcher either. I know he’s a corrupt idiot, but you shouldn’t keep making him angry. He might have pull with some higher rank. And that might interrupt your pursuit of becoming a Detective.”

“I know, I know.” Livy set the pup down and removed her coat to reveal a cotton brown jacket fastened with multiple straps and smart trousers underneath. The adopted creature crossed the room to sit at the feet of the clockmaker.

“Oh, look at you.” Stan cooed as he gently lifted the dog to his lap. The tiny pooch’s pink tongue darted out with doggie kisses to the kind clockmaker. “Oh, whew, he needs a bath. Take him out back, clean him up. You know the drill. But, Miss Olivia, we have to get your mind set in the right place. You have a bright future, but you need to focus. Understand?”

“I do.” Livy tugged at her gloves and ruefully stuck them in her coat pockets. Why is it so hard to move forward with my life? It’s getting so hard to focus on anything.

Stan noticed the look of discontent on Olivia’s face. He didn’t mean to be too hard on her. He was grateful to have the help. She’d come out of nowhere to assist him.

She had just opened the door and walked in. The Librarian said to expect someone, and Olivia was just the right person. She had grit, determination, and intelligence.  It was hard not to call her by her nickname, Livy. But Olivia was attractive too. Her pale skin and hourglass figure had been noticed by more than a few gentlemen that had come into the shop to have their timepieces fixed. 

He worried that one of the customers might follow her home to the sparse room she rented. Livy had never mentioned exactly where this flat of hers was. Stan hadn’t felt proper in asking, but he already knew that there was something special about it. Secrets would soon be revealed, and Stan would patiently wait for the answers to come.

“I’ll take him.” Livy gleefully gathered up the dog.

“Put him in a box in the kitchen. You know where I keep the extra bones. And, yes, we can keep him, but then we need to get to work.”

“Of course, Stan.” Livy winked over her shoulder as she headed outside. “Let’s call you Skippy,” she whispered to the pup.

__________

The oldest grandfather clock in the shop struck five and both of the shop inhabitants set down their tools.

“Well done today, Olivia. I’m thinking that you’re ready for the most challenging work—bigger clocks and more expensive pieces. It’s only been a few months, but you’re ready.” Stan snapped a scope contraption from his head. It allowed him to see the most minute intricacies of the tiniest timepieces. He gathered coinage from his pocket. “That’ll mean more pay as well.”

As he put the money into Olivia’s palm, he placed his hands so that they covered hers. “Miss Olivia, I want you to be careful. Keep the gun loaded and the knife at your side. You know I don’t pry about your home life, but I want you to be safe.”

“I will, Mr. Stanley, I promise.” Livy declared as she slid on her jacket, popped outside, and closed the door behind her with a dull thud.

Stan turned back to his bench and sighed. In his heart, he knew that there was so much more at stake.

Livy drove off into the dusk, back to a rooming house that she didn’t know that well, despite residing there for months. The ride happened by instinct. She always parked her bike in the back, underneath an old fire escape, and near putrid rubbish piles. No one ever bothered it. Then again, it was basically a bucket of brass bolts that worked just enough to get Livy where she needed to go.

But once Livy stepped in the back door of the forlorn row house, she wasn’t quite sure of where she’d end up.
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1 A SORT OF REALITY
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New York

The next morning came as it always did, with a rush, as if Olivia had been falling and crash-landed in her bed somehow. She would catch her breath, let her eyes adjust to the darkness first, and only then reach for her nightstand light. Even if she’d overslept and sunlight was pouring into her bedroom, she still took her time awakening. Olivia developed this routine, because for the last few months, every morning, she woke up in New York City. But at night, she would go to bed and somehow “arrive” in Emerald Skies as Livy. Olivia had no clue how this was happening. The dreams began a few months before, on a day she would never forget. 

__________

New York, Three Months Earlier

“What do you think of this one, Olivia?” Joni, the forty-something hipster owner of the Rehash Vintage Boutique, held up a newly acquired black and beige Victorian blouse. It had voluminous sleeves topped with extended tight cuffs and a high embroidered neckline.

“Oh, that’s lovely.” Olivia gasped.

“I thought you’d like it. Let’s put it in a case. It’s fragile, but still wearable.” Joni passed the magnificent garment over to Olivia. 

Olivia yearned to buy the garment herself but did her best to display it for sale. As she mounted the garment on a half mannequin, Olivia’s mind wandered, as it had tended to do lately. She’d become detached from her friends and preferred reading a good tome instead of going out. 

Olivia was preoccupied with recent high school graduate life, preparing for college prep courses, working at Rehash, and saying goodbye to her adolescent years. Although she’d liked school, Olivia’s grades weren’t up to snuff. While her friends were fully invested in starting university life, Olivia knew her disinterest in required courses grated on her mother’s nerves. They decided it was in Olivia’s best interests to take some introductory classes before signing up for collegiate life with full-time

Despite having her head in the clouds, Olivia retained intuitive skills. When she noticed things were amiss, she tended to absorb other people’s feelings over her own, and that included her disjointed home life. The underlying tension between her parents made Olivia’s heartache Their roomy apartment in Brooklyn had been under a strange turmoil since her high school graduation. She’d strained to hear private conversations to no avail.

Working in the vintage boutique was a pleasant distraction. It fed her love of history and provided spending money. Olivia was attempting to be independent even though her well-to-do father could more than provide for her. 

A text startled her back into reality. Olivia set the mannequin in place with some select accessories and locked the case with a brisk click before checking her phone. 

Let’s see the eclipse! Round trip to STL!

Olivia was torn after viewing the group text from Matt, Tina, and Shawna. Matt and Tina had been dating off and on through high school. Shawna was preparing to come out to her parents while she secretly dated a girl from another school.

How well do I still know everyone? We haven’t exactly been out after our grad parties. She now questioned her friendships like everything else. 

“Olivia, if you’re done, you can clock out for the day.” Joni peered over her classic spectacles. “Looks like you might have plans.” 

“Yeah, perhaps.” Olivia feigned happiness, hiding her ambivalence in how to respond. 

An hour later, while having dinner with her mom, Olivia revealed the plan to witness a once-in-a-lifetime solar eclipse. Olivia’s mother, Deb, urged her to go with her parents’ financial blessing. 

“Olivia, your dad will cover your plane ticket. You and your friends can spend one last day together.” Deb encouraged. “You won’t get the full effect here. Work and daydreaming can wait.”

“I actually want to go. I just, well, um, mom, did you ever feel like you were growing apart from people?” Olivia stuttered.

Olivia had no idea just how much her mother knew about estrangement. Deb chose her words carefully. “Yes, it happens. People change, situations change. People move, get new jobs. And that’s precisely what’s happening to you right now. Your friends are leaving for school. It’s okay to feel out of sorts. It’s time to start making your own way. You need to experiment and try different things. I’d rather see you find what you really want, babe. Just don’t get stuck with your head in the clouds. Listen to your gut.”

“Thanks, mom.” Olivia noshed a last bite of toast, grabbed her purse, and prepared to catch the bus. 

“Don’t leave without a hug.” Deb embraced her daughter. “Have an awesome day at work. We’ll make those travel plans tonight.”

__________

St. Louis, Missouri, A Few Weeks Later

Olivia and her friends got a round-trip flight to the famed “gateway to the west” city. After meeting up at the airport, Matt and Tina paired up once they boarded.

Apparently, they’re back on, Olivia mused. There wasn’t a lot of time for small talk with Shawna either, as she spent most of the flight texting her new love. 

Olivia resigned herself to finding interesting shapes in the cloud formations outside her window. Why am I even here?

The moment they landed, Matt had immediate control of their plans. He got their cab to run to a drive-through for fast food. “Let’s fuel up.” He chortled with his arm around Tina in the backseat of the van with Shawna squeezed uncomfortably next to them. At least I’m in the front where I can see and eat in comfort, Olivia groaned inwardly.

Right after Olivia got her first bite of a cheap burger, Matt blurted out from the back, “Hey cabbie, stop there. That stand is selling glasses.” He snorted. “Olivia, since you’re riding shotgun, you wanna jump out and pay the man?”

“Sure.” Olivia hopped out and picked up four pairs of safe-wear eclipse glasses. 

“Yeah, now we’re ready.” He kissed Tina while Shawna was buried in her phone.

When did Matt become so cocky? Olivia’s thoughts belied her true feelings about her friends.

Matt continued to lead the way to the Arch grounds, barking out orders on where to sit, so they could get an optimal viewing spot. 

While her friends blithely chatted away, a strange feeling danced around Olivia’s insides as if something big was going to happen, and it was more than just the eclipse. The rising anxiety kept her from enjoying the pre-eclipse celebrations. She popped some gum to keep from biting her lip and faked a smile. By the time the event commenced, her jaw ached.

As the moon overtook the sun, and the brilliance of the ring in the sky wowed the crowd below, waves of nausea crashed over Olivia. She was already warm, but now patches of sweat blotted her tee shirt. While the world around her was in shadow, Olivia clutched her purse and wondered if she could discreetly puke somewhere. I came all this way. I need to see this.

She forced herself to look while fighting the bile that rose in the back of her throat. People around her cheered while something inside Olivia changed. Even after the eclipse, she was lightheaded. At first, Olivia just blew it off as sensitivity to the weather changes surrounding the event or that she strained her neck while looking up. 

But when she and her friends boarded the plane back to New York that late afternoon, she couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that something was very wrong. Olivia skipped her dinner plans and hailed a cab straight back to her parent’s home in Greenwich Village. They won’t even know I’m missing.

As Olivia unlocked the front door and turned the knob, her hand nearly aflame from the heat. So much so, that she shook it before completely going inside. Once she entered the foyer, the strained voices of her parents pounded in her head.

“You lied, Tony. You said you weren’t seeing anyone!” Her mom shouted.

“Come on, Deb. And you said you weren’t going to travel anymore. Now you want to go back to Kansas. What about your art career? How can you succeed in the Midwest of all places?” Her father hissed back. “You knew this separation was coming. Quit acting like the victim.”

“My father is sick. And I can still ship things here to the gallery. But forget all that. You’ve been sleeping—” Her mother paused as Olivia entered the kitchen, and then grasped a wall in shock. “Oh, Olivia, you weren’t supposed to hear this. See what you did?” Olivia’s mother spat at her father.

“Hey, babe, what’s wrong?” Her dad rushed over.

“I—I don’t feel so good.” Olivia slid
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